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PREFACE 

Museums are not mere collections of objects but storehouses of knowledge. They 
serve to disseminate knowledge by extension and sight, touch and feel of the objects. The 
Madras Museum was able as early as 1950s to make a bureaucrat write about Indian 
Scripts. The compilation of Thiru V. Kannaiyan, B.A., Deputy Secretary to Government of 
Madras on "Scripts in and Around India" was published by Madras Government Museum as 
its Bulletin in 1960. 

Just as History relies on geography and chronology for authenticity. Archaeology 
depends on excavation and epigraphy for serving as the authenticating arms of History. 
Palaeography, the study of ancient scripts, a branch of epigraphy is a powerful tool to peep 
into the past with authenticity. In this booklet, keys to ancient scripts of Asokan and Chola 
periods and to modern Indian languages are provided. This would help beginners to acquire 
reading skill in these scripts. 

This book is republished since the methods then adopted still hold good. 




2000 AD 


(R. Kannan) 



Introduction 

As there are hundreds of languages in India, so also there are quite 
a large number of scripts used to express these languages. It is a 
fascinating study to probe into the origins of all the various modern 
scripts that are in vogue in different parts of the country. According 
to the scholars of Indian Epigraphy (the science of inscriptions) and 
of Palaeography (the science of deciphering various scripts) only one 
script is said to have been prevalent throughout India in ancient times 
from which all the modern scripts have been derived. This ancient 
script called by the scholars as Rrahmi has been the one used in the 
edicts of Asoka found all over India, except in the North-Western 
Frontier Province of undivided India. Though the script of these 
edicts has been said to be the earliest specimen of its kind, recent 
researches of some scholars have suggested its derivation from a still 
older script. Specimens of writing in this older script are said to be 
those inscriptions engraved in the caverns of the hills in Madurai, 
Ramanathapuram and Tirunelveli districts of the Madras State. This 
older Tamilian script is. simple in form and has one or two additional 
features not found in the Brahmi of the Asokari edicts. All the scripts 
compiled in this book except Urdu are said to have been developed out 
of the above one script. 

Tradition has it that the famous sage Agastya, who wrote the first 
grammar book for Tamil which was Called Agattiyam, after his name, 
lived in the southernmost part of the hills of these Tamil districts. 
The sage could write this grammar only after having been instructed 
into it by Lord Siva himself through the sounds produced from the 
drum held by the Lord at the time of the cosmic dance which He per¬ 
formed at Chidambaram, (Madras State) which is said to be the 
centre of the Universe. 
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The story of Agastya is interesting. At the time of the marriage 
of Lord Siva with Parvati in Kailasa, all the celestial beings gathered 
there. Unable to bear the weight of this assembly, the earth began 
to tilt to the North. Seeing this, Lord Siva immediately .ordered 
Agastya, (of the size of the thumb of a man only), to go to the South 
to keep the balance of the country. 

On arrival in die southernmost part of India with his royal disci¬ 
ples, Agastya stayed at the Podiyil hills in Madurai-Ramanathapuram- 
Tirunelveli area (Madras State) and is said to have arranged for 
convoking a Sangam for the development of Tamil. It is well known 
that there were three Tamil Sangams, called the First, the Middle and 
the Last, at three different Capitals of the ancient Pandyan Kingdom. 
It is said that the First Sangam was presided over by Lord Siva Him¬ 
self and it included Muruga, Agastya and other poets. It lasted for 
some centuries. Afterwards was established the Middle Sangam at 
which also Agastya played a prominent part. Amongst the other poets 
of this Sangam was Tolkappiyar, the disciple of Agastiar, the author 
of the famous Tamil grammar called Tolkappiyam. According to some 
scholars, the Middle Sangam was the first one and was established by 
Agastya and the so-called First Sangam was only legendary. The reason 
advanced for this hypothesis is that the sage in all his humility and in 
keeping with the traditions of the land, did not want to arrogate to 
himself the reputation of having established this unique institution of 
scholars and poets and he, therefore, set afloat the idea of the existence 
of an earlier Sangam presided over by Lord Siva Himself, who is 
reputed to have been the President of the Sabha (Sangam) under the 
names of Sabhapati, Sabhanayaka and Sabhesan. Whatever be the truth 
of this, the one fact that stands out prominently is the great antiquity 
of Tamil. 

Significantly enough, it is the parts of Podiyil hill in the Pandyan 
country which was the abode of Agastya that contain today the most 
ancient inscriptions of South India, written in a script, which we 
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may call the “Tamil Nad Cave Script.” The characters of the above 
script answer well their descriptions by Tolkappiyar in his grammar. 
Such descriptions of letters of the alphabet are rarely met with in 
grammar books of other languages of India including Sanskrit. To 
understand the subject, it is necessary to bear in mind that the language 
is one thing and the script is another. It may also be mentioned here, 
that the language of the cave inscriptions is Tamil and it satisfies the 
model found in the Tolkappiyam. 

When these inscriptions are compared with the Asokan edicts, 
(though Asoka, in the 3rd century B.C., adopted Pali language) the 
script employed by Asoka seems to be but a sophisticated variety of 
the “Tamil Nad Cave Script”. 

The next stage in the study of the scripts is marked by the inscrip¬ 
tions on potsherds found at Arikamedu near Pondicherry which was 
until recently under French rule. A comparison of the script employed 
by the potter here to write down his name on the pots he made, with 
the “Tamil Nad Cave Script” is interesting and revealing. Except 
for very slight changes, the script remains the same. The script on 
the mud pots which are dated to about the 1st century A.D., seems 
to be only a slightly developed common man’s script, showing thus 
the evolution of the “Pondicherry-Arikamedu-Pot Script” from the 
• “Tamil Nad Cave Script” and the Brahmi of the Asokan edicts. 

From the above, it may be concluded that the oldest alpha¬ 
betical script available in India is found in South India (“Tamil Nad 
Cave Script”) and the language expressed through it is Tamil. This 
Tamil Script was borrowed and adopted by Asoka (Brahmi Script) in 
the third century B.C., and this was used by the common man like the 
potter in the 1st century A.D. (Pondicherry-Arikamedu Pot Script). 

Incidentally, the fact that Asoka borrowed the script from the 
Tamils seems to indicate the existence of a highly developed culture 
and religion; and this in turn perhaps accounts for his failure to con¬ 
quer Tamil Nad, though early in his reign he conquered Mysore. 
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Asoka does not also seem to have sent his missionaries into Tamil 
Nad. His son and daughter took ship to Ceylon at the mouth of River 
Krishna without touching Tamil Nad. Asoka seems to have respected 
the Tamil culture with its developed script. It may be possible that 
many Tamil scholars, artists and artisans were under the employ of 
the Emperor. Perhaps, in Tamil Nad at that time, there was a highly 
developed religion under the influence of a great sage and possibly 
most popular and powerful kings were there. 

Alexander did not conquer the Tamils, and Asoka did not conquer 
them, nor even Aurangazeb. 

The Nawab of Carnatic, the Nizam of Hyderabad, the Dutch, the 
Portuguese and the French with their reported hostility for the Hindu 
religion were not allowed to penetrate into the Tamil country. The 
guerilla army of Maravars (under the Rajah of Ramanathapuram) and 
the regiments of dogs (Of the Pudukottai King) with their resounding 
chains (Rajapalayam dogs), which were shattering all the powerful 
Muslim cavalries and menacing their night camps, were a nightmare 
to these European and Muslim armies. To the Tamils goes the credit 
of maintaining the Hindu religion, culture and philosophy in the form 
of religio-artistic works in terracottas, wood, sudhai (brick and mor¬ 
tar), granites and bronzes, of course with evolutionary intake. 

To indicate the importance of Brahmii Script which was in use all 
over India in very early times, it has been given the first place in this 
booklet. 

Subsequent to the Middle Sangam, there was established at 
Madurai the Last and third Sangam which was patronised by the 
members of the three ancient royal dynasties, namely, the Cheras, the 
Cholas and the Pandyas. This Sangam too lasted only for a few 
centuries. But the royal dynasties continued to rule in their respective- 
regions during the subsequent periods also. A study of the various 
inscriptions of these periods leads one to the irresistible conclusion 
that though the three royal dynasties adopted Tamil as their language. 
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they seem to have adopted each a different script, perhaps to indicate 
their individuality. It may also be due to the healthy rivalry and mutual 
emulation that prevailed amongst them. The Cheras seem to have 
used a cursive variety of the Tamil-Brahmi script called the Vatteluttu 
(rounded script). The Pandyas seem to have adopted the Koleluttu 
(script of straight lines). And the Cholas seem to have made use of a 
script which was a mixture of characters from both the Vatteluttu 
and the Koleluttu. Perhaps the modern Tamil script is derived from 
the ancient Ghola script. For want of space, these scripts have not 
been given here. 

The Tamil genius does not seem to have been content with the 
adoption of the three scripts for one language (Tamil) on the regional 
basis. For philosophical and religious discourses, in the three kingdoms 
put together, the scholars seem to have adopted a form of script called 
the Tamil-Grantha (religious) script. In this script, provision has been 
made for aspirated sounds also as found in the Asokan edicts, the 
language of which is Pali a dialect of Prakrit. It may be of interest to 
note that io to 15 per cent of the words of Pali and Prakrit languages 
are Tamil words. At any rate 10 to 15 per cent of the words are common 
to Pali, Prakrit and Tamil. This Grantha script has been profusely 
adopted by the Tamil-Sanskrit scholars to reproduce the Sanskrit, texts. 
But for those Tamil-Sanskrit scholars a good portion of the Sanskrit 
texts produced in Tamil Nad would have been lost and the world would 
have been the poorer for this. It is reported that hundreds of ancient 
manuscripts in this script are locked up in the Buddhist monasteries 
in Tibet, the reputed abode of Hindu Gods. These manuscripts may 
contain some of the Tamil and Sanskrit Texts which are lost to us. 

The development of the Tamil script did not stop there. For 
inscribing documents and treaties on copper-plates and stone, a slightly 
different form of script was adopted. This script reached its perfection 
during the time of Rajaraja Chola the great, and Rajendra Chola the 
imperious ( 10 th and nth century A.D.). To make easy the study of 
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the documents, etc. of these periods, the inscription^ script of Raja- 
raja I’s time is given in this booklet. 

The most interesting feature of the Tamil script is perhaps its 
philosophical concept. Unlike the other scripts, the Tamil script has 
eighteen consonants called meyyeluttus (body-letters or matter-letters, 
mey in Tamil meaning body or matter), and there are twelve vowels. 
These vowels are called uyireluttus (soul-letters or spirit-letters, uyir 
in Tamil meaning soul or spirit). Ordinarily, the meyyeluttus by 
themselves cannot be articulated without the combination of the uyir¬ 
eluttus. This immediately brings to one’s mind one of the highest 
philosophical concepts of Hinduism that human body cannot function 
without the soul; nor the matter will move without being actuated by 
the spirit. Thus it is clear that the genius of the Tamils attempted to 
teach highest philosophy to young children even from the time when 
they were taught the alphabet of the language. This system of intro¬ 
ducing philosophical ideas in scripts is not seen in any other language 
and it is therefore unique to the Tamil language. The eighteen matter 
or body letters are classified as (i) hard sound letters, (2) soft sound 
letters and (3) medium sound letters, there being six letters in each 
group. The consonants of the Tamil script are as follows: 


ii) uj I <30 ai ^ sir ib sir 


Then comes the Devanagari script. It is employed for writing 
Marathi, Hindi and Sanskrit. It is not known wherefrom the script 
actually originated. Inscriptional evidence for this script is available 
only from about 400 A.D. The earliest date that can be assigned for 
its development may be tentatively fixed at second century A.D. The 
Maharashtrians use it along with the people of Uttar Pradesh. Banaras, 
a place noted for Sanskrit learning, is in Uttar Pradesh and the Devana- 
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gari script might have originated somewhere in Uttar Pradesh. The 
name, Devanagaram, if taken to represent Kasi (Banaras), then the 
origin of the script may be attributed to that place and to the Vedic 
University of that place. The Maharashtrians might have copied it as 
they might have owed allegiance to a theocratical head at Kasi. This 
script is also included here. 

The theory about the origin of the Devanagari script about the 
second century A.D. raises the question as to how the Sanskrit litera¬ 
ture was preserved until Devanagari script was adopted as its vehicle. 
Perhaps these were preserved upto 2nd century A.D. as Srutis and 
Smritis (that which is heard and remembered) alone by the four Vedic 
Universities with their innumerable branches (Sakhas). South India 
also seems to have experienced considerable changes during the 
second century A.D. 

Somewhere about 200 A.D., the Chola king Kari-Kala the Irriga¬ 
tion Expert, seems to have brought all the kingdoms on the east coast 
upto Himalayas under his overlordship, entered into some form of 
marital alliance with the Kings of Banaras and Nepal and accepted 
and owed allegiance to the theocratical head at Banaras. In all proba¬ 
bility all the Kasi-Visvanatha-Visalakshi temples in Tamil Nad owe 
their origin to this king. There is a samadhi (burial spot) under worship 
as a temple at Tiruvidai-Maruthoor (Tanjore District, Madras State), 
which is said to be the samadhi of the daughter of king of Banaras who 
married a Chola king and later on became a saint. Incidentally it may 
be mentioned that Sri Rama the incarnation of Vishnu is said to be 
among the earliest persons to build structural temples in Tamil Nad 
and he is said to have installed in the temple built by him two lingas 
called Visva Ungam and Rama Ungam, the former presented by 
Hanuman and the latter by Sita Devi. The said temple is at Ramesvaram 
(Ramanathapuram District, Madras State). Appar the Tamil saint of 
6-7th century who sang in praise of this temple, asserts that the temple 
was built by Rama the incarnation of Vishnu. This clearly shows that 
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the temple building activity in Tamil Nad is a very ancient practice 
and this was followed up by Karikala. 

The Kannada, Telugu, Oriya and Sinhalese are scripts which 
are characterised by cursive forms akin to the ancient Tamil Vatteluttu. 
They are also reproduced here. The modern Malayalam script repre¬ 
sents only an attempted simplification of the ancient Tamil-Grantha 
script. Besides these, the scripts like Bengali and Urdu are also repro¬ 
duced here in their modern forms. 

Urdu is a dialect of Hindi which has descended from Saurasenic 
Prakrit; but has adopted Persian script and has profusely borrowed 
Persian, Arabic and Turkish words. The word Urdu is a Turkish word 
meaning ‘Camp’ and as it developed as a camp language of the Muslim 
conquerors in and around Delhi it seems to have adopted the above 
name. Urdu may be considered as one of the elegant languages of India. 
The sequence of phonetical sound and method of writing of this are 
different from all other Indian languages, and it adopts Persian script 
as may be seen from the Table on page eight. 

With the help of the booklet it is possible to read by oneself 
original writings belonging to the Asokan and the early Chola periods 
as well as the books written in various regional languages during recent 
times. The author is of the humble opinion that with the ushering in 
of Independence there is the vital necessity to close up the ranks of 
the people inhabiting the various regions of India. These people are 
no doubt united in their thought, culture and philosophy. But their 
languages differ and the vehicles through which the languages are 
expressed are bewildering in their variety. In order to develop mutual 
understanding amongst the people, it is of prime necessity to under¬ 
stand the various languages and respect the same. A study of the 
languages requires familiarity with the various scripts. This booklet 
has its main objective the popularisation of the scripts. The labours 
of the author will be considered to have been amply rewarded if this 
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bookiet serves at least to a small extent the cause for which it is 
intended. 

I have great pleasure in acknowledging with thanks the kind and 
ready help that I received from Sri P. R. Srinivasan, Curator, Archaeo¬ 
logical Section, Government Museum, Madras, and Sri K. Govinda 
Menon, Librarian of the Connemara Public Library, Madras, along 
with his staff, in the completion of this work. 
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